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Introduction

his advisory memo supplements the General
Plan Guidelines. The Guidelines details the
state requirements for local general plans

being made. On the other hand, when a city or county
is preparing either to write a new general plan or to
revise two or more related elements of  their existing
general plan, combining the discussion of  related is-
sues into functional chapters is worth considering. The
following discusses some of  the many ways in which
cities and counties have consolidated the elements of
their general plans.

Like the General Plan Guidelines, the scope of  this
advisory memo is primarily limited to the elements and
planning issues described in state planning law (Gov-
ernment Code Sections 65100 et seq.). However, lo-
cal governments can and do combine optional elements
in the same ways that the required elements are com-
bined. Also, the new functional elements may include
issues that are of  particular relevance locally.

Local Flexibility

T
through discussion of  each of  the seven mandatory
elements and their component issues. This memo pro-
vides additional information on formats that consoli-
date two or more elements of  the plan in order to
eliminate redundant discussions of  issues.

The general plan statutes describe the mandatory
general plan issues element-by-element. Most general
plan amendments and revisions occur similarly, in an
incremental fashion one element at a time. In order to
simplify the presentation and description of  the required
planning issues, the General Plan Guidelines focuses on
each of  the elements in turn.

Merging elements to eliminate redundancies is of
little interest where only small general plan changes are

“The general plan may be adopted in any format deemed appropriate or convenient by the legislative body,
including the combining of  elements.”

Government Code Section 65301 (excerpt)

California planning law establishes the minimum
contents and scope of  local general plans. Each gen-
eral plan must address the issues identified in the Plan-
ning Law to the extent that such issues are locally rel-
evant. Although the Planning Law categorizes planning
issues under seven “elements” (land use, circulation,
open-space, conservation, housing, noise, and safety),
there is no requirement that local general plans con-
tain seven discrete sections. In fact, where a decade
ago many general plans were comprised of  several
stand alone elements under separate covers, nearly all
new plans are written as a single document. The vari-
ous elements are found in separate chapters or sec-
tions of that document.

Numerous communities organize their general
plans along functional lines, addressing the relevant is-
sues in the context of  elements that are different from
those enumerated in the state code. Most general plans
also discuss non-mandatory issues such as economic
development, public facilities, recreation, or commu-
nity design.

Most general plans consolidate all of their elements
in a single document. More often than not, these ele-
ments combine two or more of  the statutory elements
with additional issues of  local concern. Each chapter
or section of  the plan describes a set of  related issues
under such titles as land use, transportation, housing,
public facilities, natural resources, and health and safety.

Advantages

The advantages of  combining elements are many-
fold: redundancy is minimized; internal consistency is
easier to maintain; functionally-related goals, objectives,
and policies can be grouped together for easier refer-
ence; and, the general plan text can be held to a rea-
sonable size, making the plan both easier to understand
and to implement.

Streamlining to minimize duplication and overlap
is a primary goal of element consolidation. For example,
the Planning Law identifies flooding as an issue of  con-
cern in the land use, open-space, conservation, and
safety elements. A consolidated plan might have an
“environmental hazards element” containing a single
set of  goals and policies addressing issues such as flood
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control, flood hazard, and land uses within areas sub-
ject to flooding.

All too often, when separate general plan elements
are revised or adopted, inconsistencies seep in among
the goals, objectives, policies and programs of  the vari-
ous elements. This is a real danger when the same or
related issues are addressed independently in more than
one element. Consolidation reduces the possibility of
inconsistencies by reducing duplication.

Because of the overlap among the planning issues
in state law, there are certain elements that are par-
ticularly suited to consolidation. For instance, under
state law the land use and circulation elements must

be correlated; with the overlap between issues, a com-
bined element may meet this requirement more effi-
ciently. Safety and noise elements share the goal of
avoiding environmental hazards. The open-space and
conservation elements have many resource-related is-
sues in common.

Although housing element concerns overlap land
use and open-space issues, in order to ensure that the
state Housing and Community Development Depart-
ment can perform its mandated review of  draft hous-
ing elements, we do not recommend that the housing
element be combined.

Consolidation Models

Around the state, new general plans are commonly
placing all their elements under one cover. The follow-
ing models and examples illustrate some the ways in
which consolidated plans may be organized. There is
no “best” method — each community selects the for-
mat meeting its particular needs. In practice, general
plans often incorporate more than one of  these meth-
ods of organization.

When selecting the format of  the general plan, keep
the following goals in mind:
• the plan and its parts must address the statutory

issues to the extent that they are locally relevant;
• the general plan must be internally consistent;
• goals, objectives, and policies must be understand-

able and practical to implement; and,
• the general plan documents should be as easy to

use as possible.
In some communities, the general plan consists of

“super-elements” which combine related issues — that
would otherwise be found in several elements — into
broad functional categories such as land use and trans-
portation (addressing land use and circulation), envi-
ronmental hazards (addressing safety and noise), natu-
ral resources (addressing open-space and conserva-
tion), and housing.

Other communities have taken a conservative ap-
proach and base each of  their plans’ chapters on one
or more of  the seven statutory elements (and any op-
tional elements). This welds the plan into a single docu-
ment, but does not necessarily reduce redundancy or
increase efficiency.

Now let’s look at four basic ways of  organizing a
local general plan. Keep in mind that these are ideal-
ized models and may not exactly match any existing
plan.

Functional Consolidation
The General Plan Guidelines suggests consolidat-

ing along functional lines. For example, the planning is-
sues identified in the seven statutory elements can be
reorganized into four elements: Housing and Economic
Development; Resources; Health and Safety; and Pub-
lic/Quasi-Public Facilities and Services. Each of  these
would constitute a chapter in the general plan, along
with any optional elements the jurisdiction wishes to
include.

Natural Resources Emphasis
Some communities have adopted the Environmen-

tal Resources Management Element (ERME) concept
of  a resource-based plan. These plans combine the el-
ements relating to resources or natural phenomena,
such as Open-Space, Conservation, and Safety (e.g.
wildland fires, landslides, surface rupture zones, etc.)
and similar issues from the land use element, such as
flood-prone areas and timberland productivity zones.
This type of  plan is suited to the areas with a concen-
tration of  natural resources or that must resolve con-
flicts between resources, natural hazards, and devel-
opment.

A resource emphasis plan might combine statutory
elements as follows:
• Environmental Resources Management Element —

Open-Space, Conservation, Safety, Land Use (re-
sources issues)

• Land Use and Circulation Element
• Housing Element
• Noise Element

Similarly, the statutory general plan issues can be
organized around development constraints and oppor-
tunities. Here’s an example:
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• Constraints Element — Land Use (resources is-
sues), Open-Space, Conservation, and Safety

• Opportunities Element — Land Use (portion)
• Commercial and Industrial Element — Land Use

(portion)
• Noise Element
• Circulation Element
• Housing Element

Land Use Emphasis
This combines the issues that are central to land

development into a comprehensive “community de-
velopment element.” This model is used in urban ar-
eas.

A land use emphasis plan might combine statutory
elements as follows:
• Community Development Element — Land Use,

Circulation, Housing, and Open-Space (open-space
for managed production of  resources)

• Open-Space and Conservation Element (open-
space for preservation of  natural resources, out-
door recreation, and public health and safety)

• Noise Element
• Safety Element

Or, opt for further consolidation in the following
manner:
• Community Development Element — Land Use,

Circulation, Housing, Open-Space (open-space for
managed production of  resources)

• Resource Management Element — Conservation
and Open-Space (open-space for preservation of
natural resources, outdoor recreation, and public
health and safety)

• Hazard Management Element — Safety and Noise

Policy and Background Documents
Some communities have chosen to separate the

policies of  their general plan from background data and
analysis. This makes it easy to refer to the policies at a
glance. At the same time, background information is
available for reference when it’s needed. Where the
general plan is a large document, policies and back-
ground may be separate volumes.

Sample Layouts
The following chart conceptually illustrates how

statutory issues can fit into the resources emphasis,
land use emphasis, and partial consolidation models.
The first vertical column on the left lists the standard
elements and issues. Each of  the other vertical columns
represents one of  the models. Within each model’s
column and opposite each of  the statutory issues is
the particular element that would discuss that issue.

The chart uses the following abbreviations:

ERME Environmental Resources and Management
Element

LU/C Land Use and Circulation Element
CE Constraints Element
OE Opportunities Element
C/I Commercial and Industrial Element
CD Community Development Element
OS/C Open-Space and Conservation Element
RM Resource Management Element
HM Hazard Management Element
N/S Noise and Safety Element
CIR Circulation Element
H Housing Element
N Noise Element
S Safety Element
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We hope you have found this information helpful
in preparing or updating your general plan. While con-
solidating the elements can minimize redundancy, make
consistency easier to maintain, and reduce the text
within a general plan, the various issues identified in
Section 65302 must still be addressed as described in
state planning law (Government Code Section 65100
et seq.). For a detailed description of  the state require-

ments for local general plans, please refer to The Gen-
eral Plan Guidelines which are available by contacting
the Governor’s Office of  Planning and Research (OPR),
(916) 322-3170. If  you need further assistance you may
call OPR’s planning unit at (916) 445-0613. Additional
planning information is also available at the Land Use
Planning Information Network (LUPIN) website:
http://ceres.ca.gov/planning/.
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City and County Examples

Following are the Tables of  Contents from several city and county general plans. These illustrate some of  the
possible ways to organize a consolidated general plan. The examples are offered to stimulate ideas, not because
they are the only or the “best” approaches.

Madera County General Plan

Adopted October 24, 1995

INTRODUCTION
Purpose and Nature of the General Plan
Structure and Organization of the General Plan

PART I: LAND USE/CIRCULATION DIAGRAMS
AND STANDARDS

Land Use Diagram, Designations, and Standards
Land Use Diagram
Land Use Intensity Standards
Land Use Designations

Circulation Plan Diagram and Standards
Roadway System

PART II: GOALS, POLICIES, AND
IMPLEMENTATION PROGRAMS

Section 1: Land Use
A. General Land Use
B. New Growth Areas
C. Residential Land Use
D. Commercial Land Uses
E. Industrial Land Use and Economic Development
F. Jobs-Housing Balance
G. Public and Quasi-Public Facilities
H. Visual and Scenic Resources
I. Scenic Routes
J. Interjurisdictional Coordination

Section 2: Transportation and Circulation
A. Streets and Highways
B. Transit
C. Transportation Control Measures (TCM)
D. Non-Motorized Transportation
E. Goods Movement
F. Air Transportation
G. New Growth Areas

Section 3: Public Facilities and Services
A. General Public Facilities and Services

B. Public Facilities and Services Funding
C. Water Supply and Delivery
D. Wastewater Collection, Treatment, and Disposal
E. Storm Drainage and Flood Control
F. LandfiRs, Transfer Stations, and Solid Waste

Recycling
G. Law Enforcement, Fire, and Emergency Medical

Services
H. Fire Protection Services
I. Schools
J. Utilities

Section 4: Recreational and Cultural Resources
A. Public Recreation and Parks
B. Private Recreational Facilities and Opportunities
C. Recreational Trails
D. Historical and Cultural Resources

Section 5: Agricultural and Natural Resources
A. Agriculture
B. Forest Resources
C. Wetland and Riparian Areas
E. Fish and Wildlife Habitat
F. Vegetation
G. Geologic Resources
H. Open Space for the Preservation of Natural

Resources
I. Mineral Resources
J. Air Quality--General
K. Air Quality--Transportation/Circulation*
L. Air Quality--Woodburrsing Sources

Section 6: Health and Safety
A. Seismic and Geological Hazards
B. Flood Hazards
C. Fire Hazards
D. Airport Hazards
E. Emergency Management
F. Public Safety and Emergency Management

Facilities
G. Hazardous Materials
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Section 7: Noise

Section 8: Administration and Implementation

APPENDICES

Appendix A: Policy Document Glossary
Appendix B: Policies and Programs Related to Air

Quality
Appendix C: General Plan Designation Correspondence

BACKGROUND REPORT

INTRODUCTION

CHAPTER 1: LAND USE

1.1 Introduction
Regional Setting
County Boundaries

1.2 1969 Madera County General Plan
General Plan Content and Organization

1.3 Area Plans
North Fork Area Plan
O’Neals Area Plan
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City of Sierra Madre General Plan

Adopted June 11, 1996
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Overview of the City of Sierra Madre

CHAPTER ONE -- LAND USE
Introduction
Statutory Requirements

Section One -- Land Use Designations
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Section Four -- Waste Management and Recycling
A. Overview of Existing Conditions
B. Goals, Objectives and Policies

Section Five -- Air Quality
A. Overview of Existing Conditions
B. Goals, Objectives and Policies

Resource Management Implementation Measures

CHAPTER THREE -- HAZARD PREVENTION
Introduction
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A. Overview of Existing Conditions
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Section Two -- Flood/Landslide
A. Overview of Existing Conditions
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Section Four --  Noise
A. Overview of Existing Conditions
B. Goals, Objectives and Policies
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CHAPTER FOUR --  COMMUNITY SERVICES
Introduction
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Section One -- Law Enforcement
A. Overview of Existing Conditions
B. Goals, Objectives and Policies
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A. Overview of Existing Conditions

1. Recreational Programs and Organized Sports
2. Parks and Recreation Facilities

B. Goals, Objectives and Policies

Section Tbree -- Library Services
A. Overview of Existing Conditions
B. Goals, Objectives and Policies

Section Four --  Community Cultural and Special
Events
A. Overview of Existing Conditions
B. Goals, Objectives and Policies

Section Five -- Transit Services
A. Overview of Existing Conditions
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Water System
Sewer System
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Solid Waste
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B. Goals, Objectives and Policies

Community Service Implementation Programs


